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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, captivity, survival situations, explicit language, violence, morally grey characters, references to self-harm (past), substance abuse (parental, referenced), toxic relationships, medical trauma, criminal activity, and dark romantic dynamics. This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that’s not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“Summertime Sadness” — Lana Del Rey

“Apocalypse” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Liability” — Lorde

“The Less I Know the Better” — Tame Impala

“Fade Into You” — Mazzy Star

“Godspeed” — Frank Ocean

“Body” — Wet

“Motion Sickness” — Phoebe Bridgers

“Kill Bill” — SZA

“NDA” — Billie Eilish

“My Own Soul’s Warning” — The Killers

“There are two kinds of drowning: the kind where the water fills your lungs, and the kind where a man fills every room you walk into until breathing without him feels like the same thing.”

— Nora Voss, Salt and Sermon

For the ones who stayed on the island.

You know why.
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Before the Water

STEEL

She stepped onto my boat like she had every right to be there.

That was the first problem. People who board the Absolution do it with hunched shoulders and downcast eyes. They carry duffel bags stuffed with cash or contraband or the kind of desperate silence that means they're running from something with teeth. They don't make eye contact. They don't ask where the life vests are stored.

She asked where the life vests were stored.

I watched her from the helm, one hand on the wheel housing, the other holding a cigarette I'd forgotten to light. Nassau harbor at dusk turned everything amber and diesel-blue, and the concrete dock still radiated the day's heat in visible waves. The Absolution creaked on her mooring lines, restless the way she always got before open water, and this woman walked down the dock with a medical pack on one shoulder and a rolling suitcase that had seen three continents, minimum.

Dahlia Cross. Mercy Sail. Nurse practitioner bound for Mayaguana Island, where the last clinic had shuttered six months ago and the residents were treating infections with rum and prayer. I'd agreed to transport her because Aurelien owed a favor to a pastor in Nassau, and Aurelien's favors were my orders. Simple job. Two days, maybe three depending on wind. Drop the cargo, collect the fee, move on.

I called her cargo in my head before she'd cleared the gangway. Easier that way.

She was average height, built like someone who worked for a living rather than someone who performed it. No polish. No apology in her posture. Dark hair pulled into a braid so tight it looked like a dare, and freckles across her nose that multiplied past her cheekbones and scattered down her shoulders where her shirt gaped at the collar. She gripped the rail with her left hand as she boarded, and I noticed two things simultaneously: the confidence of the grip, fingers wrapping the steel like she'd held worse, and a thin scar running the length of her left palm.

Not a work scar. Too clean. Too deliberate.

I filed it.

"Stellan Creed?" she said, stopping three feet from the helm.

Nobody called me Stellan. Not my crew. Not Aurelien. Not the woman in Providenciales who shared my bed when I was between runs. Stellan was a name that belonged to a twelve-year-old in a county social worker's file, and I'd buried him under fifteen years of salt and diesel and the kind of work that doesn't appear on tax returns.

"Steel," I said.

She nodded like the correction told her everything she needed to know, and maybe it did. She had that look. Clinical. The kind of woman who catalogued symptoms before they became diagnoses.

"Where should I put my things?"

"Forward berth. Port side. The head works, but the door sticks. Kick it at the base."

"Thank you."

I hadn't expected the thank-you. Cargo doesn't express gratitude.

She disappeared below deck with her medical pack and her battered suitcase, and I stood at the helm listening to her footsteps move through the hull. The Absolution was forty-eight feet of steel-hulled ketch, built in a Dutch yard in 1987, refitted in Jacksonville, and sailed hard through every passage between the Yucatan Channel and the Virgin Islands. She was ugly, reliable, and carried secrets in her belly the way churches carry silence. The locked hatch aft of the engine compartment held three pallets of cargo bound for Cap-Haitien, and the woman unpacking in the forward berth didn't need to know about any of it.

I lit the cigarette finally. Drew the smoke in and let it sit.

Aurelien's voice on the satellite phone that morning had been silk over gravel, the way it always was when he wanted something he wasn't going to ask for directly. "Be courteous, Stellan. She's a woman of God."

"She's a nurse."

"Same occupation. Different tools."

I didn't believe in God. I didn't believe in mercy, either, which made her organization's name a private joke I'd been carrying since I read the manifest. Mercy Sail. As if mercy were something you could deliver by boat, measured in metric tons, stamped and catalogued and distributed to people who'd been starving for it so long they'd forgotten it existed.

She came back on deck while I was casting off the stern line. She'd changed into a cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow and cargo shorts that stopped above the knee. Practical. No perfume. The only scent was the soap she'd used on her hands, something institutional, and beneath it the warm, uncomplicated smell of clean skin.

I looked away.

"Need help?" she asked.

"No."

"I know my way around a cleat."

I paused with the line in my hand. She stood at the rail, steady on the deck despite the swell, her weight balanced the way people balance who've been on boats before. Not a novice. Not performing competence.

"Bow line, then," I said. "When I signal."

She moved forward without hesitation. Her hands found the cleat, and she worked the line free with the economy of someone who'd done this a hundred times. The line dropped. The Absolution drifted from the dock, and I engaged the engine. The harbor opened around us: container ships waiting for berths, fishing boats strung with lights, the cruise terminal blazing white against the falling dark.

She came back to the cockpit and sat on the starboard bench. She didn't fill the silence with questions or nervous commentary. She watched the harbor recede and the open water spread ahead of us, and her hands rested on her knees with that clinical stillness, and I found myself tracking the line of her jaw where it met her ear, the particular way her braid lay against the side of her neck like a rope she might use to pull herself out of something.

I turned back to the instruments.

The barometric pressure was 1012 millibars and falling. The weather radio was spitting static between forecasts, and what I caught through the interference sounded like a tropical depression organizing southeast of the Windward Passage. Standard for July in the Caribbean. Usually nothing. Sometimes everything.

I adjusted our heading. Due southeast, threading the Exuma Sound, around the southern tip of Long Island, then across the open water to Mayaguana. Forty hours if the wind cooperated. Maybe fifty if it didn't.

She ate dinner across from me on the foredeck. Canned beans I heated on the camp stove, served on tin plates that had been aboard longer than I had. She ate without complaint, fork moving with precision, and I watched her hands because I couldn't help it. The way her fingers wrapped the utensil. The way she tore the bread. The scar on her left palm caught the light from the running lamps, and I wanted to ask about it the way you want to press a bruise.

I didn't.

"How long have you been doing this?" she asked.

"Eating beans on boats?"

"Running cargo."

The word choice was careful. She knew what I was. Mercy Sail had told her, or she'd figured it out from the kind of boat, the kind of man, the locked hatch she'd already glanced at twice. She didn't flinch from it. She stated it like a diagnosis: present, noted, filed for reference.

"Long enough," I said.

"That's not an answer."

"It's the answer you get."

She looked at me. Straight on. No calculation, no challenge. Just the steady regard of a woman who took vital signs for a living and could read a human body the way I read a weather chart. I held the look because backing down from a stare was something I'd trained out of myself at fourteen in a foster home in Rockland, Maine, where the older boys tested you with eye contact before they tested you with fists.

She looked away first, but it didn't feel like retreat. It felt like a decision. Like she'd taken the reading she needed and moved on.

"Good night, Steel," she said.

She went below. I heard the forward berth door stick and then the kick at the base and then silence. I sat in the cockpit with the half-eaten beans and the barometric pressure dropping and my thumb running across the compass rose tattoo on my left forearm, the one without a north arrow, the one that pointed everywhere and nowhere.

She looked at me like I was a problem she could solve. Nobody had looked at me like that in years. The last one who tried was buried in six feet of Haitian clay.

I checked the barometer again. 1009.

I didn't wake her.

ACT I

LANDFALL
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Cargo

DAHLIA

The forward berth smelled like diesel and old rope and the particular musk of a boat that had been lived in hard by a man who didn't open windows.

I lay on the narrow bunk with my medical pack wedged between the hull and my hip, listening to the engine throb through the steel plates beneath me, and catalogued what I knew about the man piloting this vessel. Stellan Creed, thirty-four, licensed merchant mariner turned independent cargo operator, which was the polite way Mercy Sail's logistics coordinator had described him before adding, in a lower voice, that I should lock my berth door at night and keep my satellite communicator charged.

"He's not dangerous," Marcus had said, which was the kind of sentence that only needed to exist if the opposite were true.

I'd taken the posting anyway. Mayaguana had been without medical services for six months. The legitimate charter had fallen through. The ferry schedule didn't reach that far south. And Stellan Creed's boat was going in the right direction, for reasons I suspected had nothing to do with humanitarian logistics.

I sat up and pressed my palm against the hull. The steel was warm from the water on the other side, and through it I could feel the engine's rhythm, steady and mechanical, the heartbeat of something that ran on combustion rather than conviction. The berth was small enough that I could touch both walls without extending my arms fully. A reading lamp with a cracked shade. A porthole crusted with salt. A mattress that had surrendered its cushioning years ago.

I'd slept in worse. The field clinic in Eleuthera had mattresses made of folded blankets over plywood. The emergency tent in Ragged Island after the last hurricane had no mattresses at all, just body-warm sand that held the shape of whoever had lain there last.

I changed into a cotton shirt and cargo shorts, rolled my sleeves, and went topside.

The Nassau harbor was sliding away behind us. Container ships sat at anchor like sleeping animals, their running lights reflected in water that looked like poured oil. The cruise terminal was a wall of white light on the eastern shore, and somewhere beyond it the city climbed the ridge in tiers of concrete and corrugated tin and bougainvillea that grew wild over everything the developers hadn't flattened yet.

Steel stood at the helm. He hadn't moved since I'd gone below, or if he had, he'd returned to exactly the same position: one hand on the wheel housing, shoulders set, jaw angled into the wind coming off the bow. He was tall enough that the bimini frame forced him into a slight forward lean, and in the running lights his face was all angles. Cheekbones that belonged on a different continent. Eyes so pale they looked metallic. A body that carried no extra weight, just tendon and function, the kind of leanness that came from hauling loads in heat rather than lifting weights in air-conditioned rooms.

His hands were what I noticed most. I noticed hands the way most people noticed faces. Professional habit, maybe, or something older. His were large, scarred across the knuckles, the nails cut blunt. Competent hands. Hands that knew the difference between a bowline and a clove hitch without looking. Hands that had done things the scars didn't fully explain.

I sat on the starboard bench and watched the open water spread in front of us. The swell was mild, long rollers from the southeast, and the Absolution rode them with the heavy grace of a boat built for endurance rather than speed. I could feel the weight of her, the mass of steel and cargo and purpose beneath us, and I understood why Mercy Sail had warned me. A boat this solid, this functional, this deliberately unbeautiful, wasn't carrying Sunday school supplies.

I'd noticed the locked hatch when I explored below deck. Aft of the engine compartment, steel-plated, with a padlock that cost more than the door. I'd noted it the way I noted a patient's guarded posture during intake: present, significant, not to be pushed.

The beans he served were adequate. He ate with efficiency, fork to mouth, no conversation, no pretense of hospitality. I tore the bread he'd set between us and watched his reaction to each question I asked. He gave me nothing. Not hostility, exactly. Something more controlled than that. A deliberate blankness, like a room with the furniture removed.

I went below after dinner. The berth door stuck, and I kicked it the way he'd told me to, and it swung open with a pop that sounded like a small surrender.

I lay in the dark and listened to the boat. The creak of rigging. The slap of water against the hull. The distant sound of his footsteps on the deck above, moving in the slow pattern of a man checking instruments and lines and the hundred small systems that kept a vessel alive on open water.

My satellite communicator sat on the shelf above the bunk, fully charged, its green light pulsing in the dark. I could call Pastor Josiah in Nassau. I could call Marcus. I could call the Coast Guard, for that matter, though I'd have nothing to report except a feeling.

The feeling was specific. It was the clinical awareness I got in trauma bays when a patient came in conscious and talking but the vital signs told a different story. The surface was calm. The numbers underneath were wrong.

Something about this trip was wrong. Not dangerous in the immediate sense. Wrong the way a blood panel is wrong when the white count is too high and the patient insists they feel fine.

I closed my eyes.

I thought about Mayaguana. The children with untreated ear infections. The elderly diabetics rationing insulin they couldn't refrigerate. The pregnant women timing contractions by themselves in houses with no running water. That was why I was here. Not because of a scarred smuggler with hands that made me think about things I had no business thinking about.

My left palm itched. The scar. It did that sometimes, when the air pressure changed or when I was lying to myself.

I pressed it against the mattress and held it there until the sensation stopped.

Above me, Steel's footsteps paused. I heard him check something, a hatch or a gauge, the sound of metal on metal. Then his footsteps resumed, and the boat moved through the dark water, and the barometric pressure was doing something I couldn't feel yet but he apparently could, because at 2 AM I heard him on the weather radio, the volume low, the static broken by fragments of a forecast I couldn't piece together.

In the morning, I found him at the helm where I'd left him. Same position. Same controlled blankness. The coffee he offered was black and brutal, and the horizon was a clean line between dark blue water and yellowing sky.

"Sleep well?" he asked.

"Fine."

"Good."

He didn't look at me when he said it. He was watching the barometer mounted beside the wheel. His jaw moved once, a small tightening I recognized from patients processing information they didn't want. He tapped the glass face with one knuckle.

"Weather?" I asked.

"Tropical storm tracking south of us. Standard for July."

"Will it be a problem?"

He looked at me then. Those pale eyes held nothing I could read, and I realized that was the point. He'd spent years making his face a surface that gave back only what you brought to it.

"Shouldn't be," he said.

The barometer read 1006. I didn't know much about maritime weather, but I knew vital signs, and a number that dropped that far overnight meant something the patient wasn't telling you.

He checked the instrument twice more before noon. He didn't tell me why.
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Barometric

STEEL

The weather radio was dying. Salt corrosion in the antenna housing, probably, or a loose connection I couldn't trace without pulling the nav panel apart, which required two functional hands and a patience I'd never possessed.

What came through the static was enough.

Hurricane Lena. Category 2, strengthening. Central pressure 968 millibars. Moving west-northwest at fourteen knots. The forecast cone covered the southern Bahamas like a bruise, and the Absolution was sitting in the middle of it, forty nautical miles southeast of Long Island, with nothing between us and the storm but open water and my judgment.

My judgment said run.

Not north. North meant Clarence Town or Deadman's Cay, and both had docks where customs officers drank rum and asked questions I couldn't answer with three pallets of stolen medical supplies in my hold. Not east. East was the Atlantic, and the Atlantic in July was a demolition yard for boats smaller than container ships. Southeast was Mayaguana, but we'd never make it before the storm overtook us.

That left threading the needle. Running southwest toward the Crooked Island Passage, keeping the Absolution ahead of the northern edge of the eye wall, gambling on speed and sea room and the assumption that Lena would track true to the forecast cone.

I ran the calculations twice. The math said possible. The barometer said reckless. I went with the math because the barometer couldn't tell me what happened to three pallets of USAID surgical equipment when a Coast Guard cutter showed up to evacuate us from a marina.

Dahlia came topside at 0730 carrying her medical pack, which she brought everywhere the way some people carried phones. She'd braided her hair wet, and the tail of it left a dark line down the back of her shirt. She sat on the cockpit bench and looked at the sky.

I followed her gaze. The sky was wrong, and if you'd spent enough time on water, you knew it the way you knew a patient's chart was wrong, probably. That clinical instinct she carried. The blue had taken on a yellow cast, like a bruise in its early hours, and the clouds to the southeast were stacking in anvil formations that meant moisture being shoved upward by something enormous.

"The sky looks different," she said.

"Weather's moving."

"The tropical storm?"

"It's been upgraded. Category 2 hurricane. Lena."

She processed that with the same economy she'd processed the locked hatch and the beans and the fact that she was sharing a boat with a man who'd told her nothing about himself in thirty-six hours. No panic. No dramatic intake of breath. She ran her thumb across the scar on her palm, a gesture so quick I'd have missed it if I hadn't been watching.

"How close?" she asked.

"Close enough to affect us. Not close enough to worry."

A lie. Clean, practiced, delivered with the same flat affect I used when Aurelien asked whether a shipment would make the deadline. Close enough to worry was an understatement that would have gotten a forecaster fired. Close enough to kill us was more accurate, depending on whether Lena strengthened and whether the steering currents pushed her north.

Dahlia studied me. I felt the look the way you feel a light source you can't identify. Warm, directional, persistent.

"You're lying," she said.

"Possibly."

"Are we in danger?"

"We're on a boat in the Caribbean in July. Danger is the baseline."

She didn't smile. She turned toward the southeast and watched the clouds for a long time. Then she went below and came back with her medical kit unrolled on the bench, inventorying supplies with the methodical focus of someone preparing for what she'd been trained to handle.

I watched her fingers move through the kit. Hemostats, suture packs, a manual blood pressure cuff, bandages in sealed rolls, antiseptic in brown bottles, splint materials, a small vial of lidocaine, syringes in sterile packaging. She counted everything, checked expiration dates, reorganized by function. Trauma first. Infection second. Pain management third.

She'd done this before. Not as a drill. As preparation for something she'd lived through. The movements were too fluid, too instinctive, the hands of someone who'd triaged under pressure and learned that the seconds spent organizing before the crisis were the seconds that saved lives during it.

I respected it against my will.

"If the storm hits," she said, without looking up, "what do I need to do?"

"Stay below. Strap in. Keep the medical kit secured."

"And if you need help on deck?"

"I won't."

She looked up. "You're one person."

"I've sailed through worse alone."

"That's not a recommendation. That's a risk factor."

I almost smiled. Almost. The clinical language, deployed like a scalpel against my stubbornness, was the closest anyone had come to making me reconsider my own competence in years. I turned back to the helm.

"If I need you, I'll yell," I said.

"I'll listen for that."

She went back to her kit. I went back to the barometer. 1003. Dropping two millibars per hour. Lena was tightening, the pressure gradient steepening, which meant the winds were accelerating. A Cat 2 at this pressure gradient would be Cat 3 by nightfall.

I adjusted our heading to 215 degrees. Southwest. The engine labored against a cross-swell that was building from the east, long rollers with a period that was shortening. Shortening period meant the storm was closer than the forecast suggested, or tracking faster, or both.

I checked the locked hatch at 0900. The cargo was secure, the pallets lashed to ring bolts I'd welded into the hull frame in a Providenciales boatyard. Three pallets. Surgical kits: scalpels, retractors, hemostats, needle drivers. Antibiotics: amoxicillin, ciprofloxacin, azithromycin, enough to treat a village for six months. Insulin, refrigerated in a propane-powered cooler that was running on the last canister. IV supplies. Wound care. The manifest listed it under shipping codes that looked like industrial equipment classifications if you didn't know what you were reading.

Two million dollars of medical supplies, stolen from a USAID warehouse in Port-au-Prince by a man named Aurelien Desmarais who'd spent three years filing requisition forms for his village clinic and received nothing. Nothing except letters explaining that the supplies were allocated to higher-priority regions, which meant regions where journalists and congressional delegations might visit.

Aurelien stopped filing forms. He started filing the locks off warehouse doors.

And I was his delivery system.

I locked the hatch and went topside. Dahlia was sitting in the cockpit with a book, something with a creased spine and dog-eared pages. She read with the book held close to her chest, one hand anchoring the page, the other resting on the bench beside her. The wind was picking up, fluttering the pages. Her braid had started to dry in the salt air and was developing that stiffness that happened when you lived on water long enough.

"You should eat," I said. "Before it gets rough."

She looked at me over the book. "Is it going to get rough?"

"Probably."

"When?"

"Tonight. Maybe sooner."

She closed the book. "Thank you for telling the truth this time."

I didn't correct her assumption that this was the truth. It was closer to truth than the first answer. The full truth was that Hurricane Lena was going to hit us in approximately eight hours, that I'd made the decision to run rather than shelter because sheltering meant inspections, and that the woman sitting three feet from me with a trauma kit and a scar on her palm was aboard a vessel I was choosing to put in harm's way to protect cargo she didn't know existed.

She ate lunch. Rice from a sealed container, canned tuna, a mango that was past its prime but still edible. She offered me half the mango. I took it. Our fingers touched during the handoff, a contact so brief it shouldn't have registered, except that hers were cooler than mine, and steady, and the brief pressure of her thumb against my knuckle felt deliberate in a way I couldn't confirm.

I ate the mango at the helm and watched the barometer drop to 999.

By 1400, the swells were running eight feet and the wind had backed from southeast to east. The sky had gone the color of a healing bruise. Dahlia was below, securing her berth, and I could hear her moving with practiced efficiency, stowing gear, tightening straps, doing everything I would have told her to do if she'd asked. She didn't need to ask.

I checked the weather radio one more time. The forecast was fragmenting into static, but the pieces I caught were enough: Lena, Category 3, winds at 120 knots, pressure 955 and falling, tracking west-northwest at sixteen knots. The eye would pass within twenty nautical miles of our position by midnight.

I looked at the locked hatch.

I looked at the weather radio.

I looked at the companionway where Dahlia's footsteps were moving from berth to galley to head and back, the pattern of a woman who was preparing for what came next with a competence that humbled me and a trust that gutted me.

She trusted me to keep her safe. She'd boarded this boat on the word of a pastor, sailed into open water with a stranger, and was now below deck securing her belongings against a storm I'd chosen to outrun rather than avoid, and she trusted me.

The barometric pressure dropped twelve millibars in three hours. The sea went glass-flat. I'd seen that sky once before, off Hispaniola, and the boat I was on that time didn't make it to morning.
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Eye Wall

DAHLIA

The ocean tried to kill us at 11:47 PM.

I know the time because I was checking my watch when the first wave hit, a wall of black water that slammed the Absolution sideways and threw me from the bunk into the hull. My shoulder took the impact. My head followed. Stars burst behind my eyes, and the world tilted forty-five degrees and stayed there.

The second wave came before I found my feet.

I'd been in storms before. A Category 1 had grazed Eleuthera while I was running the field clinic, and the wind had torn the roof off the supply shed and scattered antibiotics across a quarter mile of scrub. I'd crawled through the debris with a headlamp, collecting bottles of amoxicillin from puddles, and I'd told myself that was the worst it could get.

That was not the worst it could get.

Hurricane Lena hit the Absolution like a freight train made of water. The cabin went dark when the electrical system shorted. The emergency lamp kicked on, dim red, and in its glow I could see the galley coming apart. Cabinets vomited cans and utensils. The medical kit slid across the sole and I grabbed it by the strap, clutching it against my chest the way you hold a child in a crash.

The boat groaned. Not creaked. Groaned, a deep metallic sound that vibrated through the hull and into my bones and told me, in the language of structural engineering, that the forces acting on this vessel were approaching the limits of what steel and rivets could absorb.

I climbed the companionway.

Steel was at the helm. Both hands on the wheel, his entire body braced against it, legs apart, spine bent forward. The wind hit me the moment I cleared the hatch. It wasn't air anymore. It was a solid thing, a horizontal river of salt and rain moving at a speed that peeled the skin on my face numb. I couldn't hear my own voice. I could barely see him through the spray. The running lights were gone. The bimini had ripped free. The mainsail, which he'd furled hours ago, was a shredded pennant streaming from the boom.

"Get below!" He roared it. The wind took half the words.

I shook my head and grabbed the lifeline cable. If he went overboard, no one would know until morning. If there was a morning.

The wave came from starboard. I saw it in the brief illumination of a lightning strike that turned the ocean white. A ridge of water three stories high, the face of it vertical, moving toward us with the inevitability of something that had been building for a thousand miles of open Atlantic.

Steel spun the wheel hard to port. The Absolution came around, sluggish, her keel fighting the cross-sea, and the wave hit us at a forty-degree angle instead of broadside. The impact lifted the stern clear of the water. I went airborne for one second. My grip on
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